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  “If not now, when?

If not me, who?”

- Hillel


  Foreword

On July 1, 1993, my friend Dick Riordan was sworn in as the 39th mayor of Los Angeles. The first Republican to hold the position in more than thirty years, he was propelled into office by his accomplished business career and a platform that was tough on crime and long on job creation.

Even without the devastation unleashed by wildfires in Southern California in the months following his election, Dick had his work cut out for him trying to shepherd America’s second largest city into an era that would be both safer and more prosperous. When a brief but powerful earthquake struck the Northridge area of Los Angeles in the early morning hours of January 17, 1994 – leveling houses, collapsing highways, and taking a terrible toll on people and property – Dick suddenly found himself not only with a full plate of pressing priorities, but heading one of the largest disaster recovery efforts in our nation’s history.

In the aftermath of any disaster, every party involved in the relief and recovery process has responsibilities to the others. It’s up to the federal government to issue the proper emergency declarations that unlock federal assistance, and it’s up to local and state officials on the ground to take stock of the damage, assess losses, and ensure that government resources are directed to the areas where they are most needed. Most importantly, both have an obligation to the people they serve to discharge their responsibilities quickly and efficiently, and to work together to begin repairing damage and rebuilding lives as soon as possible.

In the hours and days that followed the Northridge earthquake, Dick Riordan did just that, calmly and decisively deploying his staff throughout the city to shut roads, search buildings, control fires, repair water mains, and clear debris. Wherever possible, he recruited help from private companies, which allowed work to proceed at an impressive pace. By the time I arrived in Los Angeles two days later, it was clear that Mayor Riordan, together with Governor Pete Wilson, FEMA director James Lee Witt, Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Henry Cisneros, and Secretary of Transportation Federico Peña, had a strong grasp of the damage and the work that remained to be done – and that Angelenos had the right man to get the job done.

Shared tragedy can make friends of strangers and allies of adversaries, and I quickly discovered in the months that followed the Northridge earthquake that I had found both a friend – and an excellent working partner – in Dick Riordan. We may not always have seen eye to eye politically, but in those early months of 1994, we certainly agreed that the needs of Angelenos came before politics, and we worked hard together to prove that government could – and did – deliver results for its people.

Dick and I served nearly concurrent terms, and our experience after the earthquake paved the way for us to work together on issues of water and air quality, crime, immigration, and education in the years ahead. I admire Dick’s leadership, and the tremendous contributions he has made in his community. We need more people like him who are willing to share their skills, ideas and energy, and build the broad-based initiatives necessary to bring out the best in our communities. I hope his story will inspire many other leaders, in and out of public office, to do the same.


  Preface

Between 1993 and 2001, I was the mayor of Los Angeles, one of the world’s most famous and intriguing cities. As a moderate Republican, I tried to steer clear of partisan politics and instead make good on the sacred task that voters had entrusted upon me: to make L.A. great again.

We had endured a devastating riot, a bruising recession, rising crime rates, escalating racial tensions, ineffective leadership, political scandals, and failing schools leading up to my mayoralty, but my team and I were fortunate enough to overcome those problems and turn L.A. around. That happened by empowering talented people in the private and public sectors and focusing on what was best for Los Angeles and its residents.

We also pushed forward an agenda of “compassionate pragmatism,” in which government smartly helps those in need, streamlines itself to better serve the public, and embraces pragmatic problem solving over self-serving political agendas. I like to think that my style of leadership and management can be just as effective today as it was during my time as mayor, maybe even more so.

These days, our political leaders in the federal government and elsewhere are mired in partisan politics, and little gets accomplished. There needs to be another way, and I humbly offer my own sensibilities and experiences as a public servant to start a nationwide dialogue on charting a new course.

Additionally, I’ve been blessed with a rich and wonderful life as a pioneering venture capitalist, a cutting-edge philanthropist, and a reform-minded mayor of the country’s second largest city with nearly four million residents. I’ve also endured significant tragedies. As a result, I’ve learned some valuable life lessons, and I thought I’d share them with you. I hope this book can be of help in some way.


  Chapter 1: Tough Enough to Turn L.A. Around?

A Devastating Earthquake…A Missing Police Chief…Getting Things Done…Angelenos Unite

By the early 1990s, Los Angeles was heading into a public free fall. It was actually a precarious time for many American cities, which were plagued by skyrocketing murder rates and socked by a national recession. But unlike other metropolises, L.A.’s troubles were regularly published and broadcasted for the entire country to read about and see.

People who didn’t like Los Angeles, who thought it was a lowbrow city filled with fame seekers and shallow celebrities, seemed to take pleasure in watching us hit bottom. But as the nation’s second largest city, with a diverse immigrant population, numerous manufacturing centers, and the busiest port in the country, L.A. was a crucial economic engine for the United States.

Our entertainment industry also produced TV shows, music, and films that influenced and inspired people around the world. Critically acclaimed Hollywood movies from the early 1990s such as Boyz n the Hood, Thelma and Louise, A Few Good Men, and A League of Their Own not only entertained American and foreign audiences, but made them think more deeply about the human experience and what they could achieve in their own lives.

Los Angeles, in other words, was far from being a center of meaninglessness. But we also faced significant problems.

By 1991, the recession was hammering us and the city’s massive, antiquated bureaucracy was not business-friendly; the crack cocaine epidemic was devastating low-income neighborhoods in South Los Angeles and shattering people’s lives; violent gangs throughout the city were killing many young African Americans and Latinos or irreparably changing their lives for the worse; public school students were dropping out at alarming rates; and city hall politicians were unable to effectively address any of these problems.

Also in 1991, racial tensions were intensified when Rodney King, an African American motorist who was driving under the influence, was pulled over after a dangerous car chase and Los Angeles police officers struck him more than fifty times with their metal batons. L.A. resident George Holliday just happened to film the brutal incident. The widely seen amateur videotape with its spooky, grainy images of a seemingly defenseless black man getting whacked over and over by the LAPD sparked outrage in Los Angeles and around the world, severely wounding our reputation as a forward-thinking city and highlighting serious problems within the Los Angeles Police Department.

With the fallout over the Rodney King beating, our political leaders only made things worse. LAPD chief Daryl Gates and Mayor Tom Bradley, two of the city’s most prominent power brokers, started feuding and refused to speak to each other. Other L.A. politicians and civic leaders took sides, standing behind Gates or Bradley and dividing the city even more.

Then, in the waning days of the Bradley administration in the spring of 1992, L.A. turned into a fiery battle zone when riots erupted across the city after a jury acquitted the four officers who beat Rodney King of assault charges. The LAPD failed to respond quickly to the hellish chaos, and angry protesters even threatened to overrun police headquarters in downtown.

Jaw-dropping images of looting, buildings and palm trees on fire, and citizens arming themselves with handguns and rifles were transmitted around the world, and many Angelenos were too frightened to take one step out of their homes and apartments. By that time, citizens had lost all confidence in their leaders. In June 1993, voters chose me to be their mayor.

In a city with a huge majority of Democratic voters, they elected me—a political newcomer and nonideological Republican who promised to reform city hall from the top down—to turn L.A. around. But only six months into my administration, Los Angeles was hit with another catastrophe that pundits across the country thought would be the city’s final deathblow.

At four thirty in the morning on January 17, 1994, the Northridge earthquake, one of the most devastating and costliest natural disasters in American history, struck our already bruised and battered city. In quick order, I had to prove to Angelenos that they had indeed hired the right man.

A Devastating Earthquake

The epicenter of the earthquake, I found out later, was actually in Reseda, a middle-class enclave in the San Fernando Valley section of Los Angeles and just south of another L.A. neighborhood called Northridge. But reporters quickly gave the earthquake its name—and it stuck.

Some fourteen miles away, the Bel Air home of my future wife, Nancy Daly, shook so violently that I was jolted out of bed and found myself lying on my back on the carpeted bedroom floor. As I scrambled to get up, I reached for the phone to talk with our police and fire chiefs. The dial tone was dead. I then sprinted outside barefoot to the mobile phone in my Ford Explorer, but that wasn’t working either. There was only one thing left to do: drive immediately to city hall.

I ran back inside and hurriedly pulled on a pair of running shoes and a gray sweat suit and took off for downtown Los Angeles, eighteen miles away. On the way, I dropped off Nancy at her mother’s retirement home in nearby Westwood. Two senior citizens cheered me on, shouting, “Go to it, Mayor!” Hearing that got me energized.

As I approached the ramp for the Santa Monica Freeway, I scanned the radio for early news reports about how badly Los Angeles had been damaged, but no one knew anything beyond the obvious—we had just experienced a nerve-rattling seismic event that would measure a deadly magnitude of 6.7 on the Richter scale. I stomped down on the gas pedal and headed eastbound on the wide, ten-lane road at ninety miles an hour in total darkness. The streetlights were out, and there was very little traffic.

Suddenly, two large, very bright headlights were coming straight at me. I swerved and hit the brakes, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision with a large truck that was barreling down on my side of the freeway. Catching my breath, I looked ahead and saw that the La Cienega Boulevard overpass, which I was about to drive over, had completely collapsed. The wayward truck had probably saved my life.

I stared at the tangled mess of concrete and steel and realized my only option: follow the truck. I made a U-turn and cautiously drove back on the wrong side of the freeway to the nearest exit, taking surface streets all the way to downtown as I listened to the chatter of a radio newscaster.

On the way, I stopped at the Wilshire Division police station and talked to an officer at the front desk, but he knew little and wasn’t given orders from his superiors. It only reinforced my belief that I needed to get to downtown as soon as possible.

I arrived at city hall on Spring Street a few minutes after five in the morning—about a half hour after the earthquake first hit. The proud, twenty-eight-story building that had been featured in such classic TV shows as Superman and Dragnet was still standing. I parked in the garage and rushed to the Emergency Operations Center, which was four floors below ground level and designed to withstand major disasters. Inside the bunker-like quarters were small desks for the general managers of each city department, about forty in all. Two large rooms for the police and fire departments were connected to the operations center.

Within minutes, the command post filled up with tired and disheveled department heads ready to work. As I walked around the room and asked about our emergency plans, it dawned on me that no one had the slightest idea what to do. It was shocking, but not necessarily surprising.

During my transition into office a few months earlier, my team and I had found that many city agencies were woefully disorganized and worked with outdated technology. That our city was completely unprepared for one of its biggest challenges—and not just one, but a cascade of them—was par for the course.

Bob Yates, the no-nonsense general manager of the Department of Transportation, tacked up a huge wall map of the city and pointed to where bridges and overpasses had collapsed. We later learned that scores of buildings had been leveled, and one oil main and as many as 250 gas lines had ruptured, igniting a number of dangerous fires.

To make matters worse, more than three million residents were without power, and much of the city would remain in darkness until next sunrise. In a few locations, electric transformers had exploded into flames and some streets were engulfed in fire. In the San Fernando Valley neighborhood of Sylmar, entire city blocks were reported to be ablaze. A sixty-four-car freight train had derailed between the Chatsworth and Northridge stations, leaking toxic chemicals.

Two of the aqueducts that carried much of L.A.’s water from the eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains had ruptured. In other places, torrents of gushing water from broken water mains filled the streets. It was a catastrophic situation in every way. With aftershocks continuing to rattle Los Angeles, I dreaded the inevitable body count.

At this point, we only knew of the tragic story of LAPD motorcycle officer Clarence Dean, who had fallen to his death when the freeway overpass at Interstate 5 and Highway 14 abruptly collapsed. We later got word that sixteen people, including several young children, had been killed in a collapsed apartment building in the San Fernando Valley, where I would spend many hours driving from neighborhood to neighborhood, talking with residents, and trying to keep people’s spirits up.

As the mayor of Los Angeles, it was important for me to focus on solutions, not our mounting problems. Luckily, difficult situations made me quietly focused. It was a trait I inherited from my father—he always approached sudden problems calmly and logically. It helped him to succeed in life.

I started asking myself and other city officials two simple questions: What could we do in the short term to fix Los Angeles and help its residents? And what could we do for the long run? I would ask those two questions over and over for the rest of my eight years as mayor.

In the middle of this, I noticed we didn’t have food in the operations center. It was one problem I could immediately fix, and I sent an aide to the Original Pantry, the twenty-four-hour downtown diner that I own. Within forty minutes, a breakfast of scrambled eggs, pancakes, and French toast arrived at city hall.

My team and I knew that Angelenos also needed food, supplies, and shelter, especially those who lost their homes and apartments. Dean Pregerson, the president of the city’s Recreation and Parks Commission, and I quickly came up with a plan. I gave him my large Rolodex, and he and his secretary contacted thirty or forty chief executives of the biggest corporations in Los Angeles, asking for donations. Dean, who would later become a federal judge, called this “managing by Rolodex.”

Within an hour or two, almost everyone contributed something for free, including water quickly packaged in two million beer cans from Anheuser-Busch. The private companies, with the help of city workers, then set up large tents in the city’s parks, distributing donated diapers, water, and food to needy residents. Dean’s work and the generous donations of those executives would later become a hallmark of my administration—rather than wait for city politicians and bureaucrats to get things done, we would recruit talented civilians and business leaders to fix Los Angeles. It’s a model of action that many politicians are hesitant to take, but it is particularly effective.

After Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans, for example, President George W. Bush should have brought in prominent leaders such as Jack Welch, the former chairman of General Electric, and former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani. Bush should have given them all the power necessary to make important decisions quickly and have them recruit the help of corporations and other talented people in politics and the private sector to get things done without delay.

Welch and Giuliani would not have suffered fools gladly, and the city would have received top-priority attention from the corporate and political worlds with those men in charge. I remember watching the TV news reports from New Orleans when Katrina first hit, and I immediately thought of such a scenario and was critical of Bush when he failed that city. The fiasco that took place could have been easily avoided.

Back in 1994 in Los Angeles, we had to avoid a traffic nightmare on the city’s streets and freeways—roads needed to be open and clear so police and fire teams could rescue the injured. Bob Yates and I discussed long-term emergency detours around five fallen freeway bridges—crucial among them was the overpass at La Cienega Boulevard, where I nearly drove my Ford Explorer into thin air. The only reasonable detour around that collapse included three intersections in Culver City, a separate municipality nearly surrounded by Los Angeles.

Bob explained that before we could take over those intersections, state law and regulations required environmental studies, traffic mitigation reports, and actions by both the Culver City and Los Angeles city councils. He said it would take six months to a year to get the job done, but maybe, under the circumstances, it could be done in a month.

I stared at Bob for a long moment and then ordered him to take over the three intersections in ten minutes. I gave him my home telephone number. “If anybody complains,” I said, “have them call me, and I’ll ask for forgiveness.” It was the first time as mayor that I put into action one of my most often-used aphorisms: “It is much easier to get forgiveness than to get permission—so just do it!”

I also ignored the California constitution, which states that county government, not a city, should take control during a major emergency. I didn’t relish doing it, but I couldn’t see how the five-member Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, who would spend too much valuable time deliberating and voting on various issues, could make decisions quickly. So I acted as if I had all the power, and no one in county, state, or federal government ever questioned me.

At emergency operations meetings, I used a lesson I learned as a successful lawyer and entrepreneur: I urged the city’s general managers to be courageous in making decisions without worrying about making mistakes. I also didn’t want them to waste time by always asking for my permission to do things. In other words, I empowered them.

City employees, who had been constrained by mind-numbing bureaucratic rules and regulations, embraced the directive and did incredible work. Los Angeles City Fire Department chief Donald Manning, for instance, took charge and gave excellent direction to his firefighters during the crisis. The valuable work of Bob Yates and Dean Pregerson were also perfect examples of people working independently to confront and solve time-sensitive problems. Empowerment would be another key style of management during my administration.

A Missing Police Chief

As we continued with our nonstop work that first day, reporters descended upon the operations center, demanding answers to rumors that Willie Williams, the LAPD’s first African American chief who replaced Daryl Gates in 1992, was nowhere to be found at city hall or police headquarters. I was stunned, and I soon learned that the chief’s wife had been so scared by the aftershocks that she refused to let her husband leave their Woodland Hills home some twenty-five miles west of downtown. I felt bad for her, but it was still unacceptable, and a foreshadowing of the future problems I’d have with Williams. I ordered the police command staff to collect him.

In the meantime, I tried to reason with reporters. I said that if they loved Los Angeles like I did, we couldn’t destroy the public’s confidence in their leaders at this critical time. The journalists agreed—they didn’t report about our missing police chief until years later.

Soon after Williams arrived, I got ready for my first major press conference at city hall. There was no getting around the fact that Los Angeles was in bad shape. I needed to be honest, and it was also important to appeal to people’s better nature. With a large group of reporters standing before me, I told the simple truth: the days ahead were going to be rough for everyone. I also emphasized that we all had to be good neighbors and band together. In the coming days, Angelenos would do exactly that.

With the press conference over, I worked deep into the night, visiting our public parks in the San Fernando Valley to see how people were faring in our new tent cities. Mothers, fathers, and children were often surprised to see their mayor walking up to them. They hugged me and thanked me as if I was single-handedly fixing all the city’s problems, which I most certainly wasn’t. People were tired, but they were taking care of each other and appeared to be in good spirits. As I helped unload trucks with supplies, it looked as if we would make it through the night.

Getting Things Done

By the end of January 17, it was obvious the city was facing major problems. More than a hundred thousand homes lacked power and more than fifty thousand had no water, most of them in the San Fernando Valley, which was hit the worst. At twenty-five emergency shelters, four thousand people took refuge, and twenty thousand more were camping in city parks, where many immigrants from Central American countries would remain for weeks despite our assurances that their apartment buildings would not collapse. Through a Spanish-speaking interpreter, I even tried to persuade people at the tent cities that things had stabilized, but without much success.

There was still no estimate of total property damage, but as I was driven from one neighborhood to another and saw the collapsed homes and apartment buildings and office and shopping centers, I expected it to be in the billions. Something else occurred to me as I toured Los Angeles, and it sent a chill up my spine: we were incredibly lucky that the earthquake struck us in the early morning of Martin Luther King Jr. Day.

Since it was a national holiday, traffic was much lighter than usual on the city’s otherwise jammed freeways, where so many overpasses had collapsed. Also, if the earthquake had hit us a few hours later, people would’ve been caught in collapsed office buildings and shopping centers. Nearly sixty people had died tragically, but it could have been much worse.

The ground, though, continued to roll with aftershocks, with some as strong as 5.0 on the Richter scale. Understandably, it was difficult for Angelenos to believe that the worst was over, and I couldn’t take anything for granted after the 1992 Los Angeles riots. Even though there was no news of major crime or looting, I initiated a dusk-to-dawn curfew, which was later extended for a second day. The National Guard also came to town and patrolled our streets. In the end, everything turned out fine and no serious disturbances were ever reported, which didn’t surprise me.

During my tours, I sometimes saw a group of people standing on the side of the road and told my driver to pull over so I could talk with them. I was always heartened to hear firsthand stories of Angelenos helping each other and refusing to give up. They gave me no indication that L.A. was going to spiral into civic chaos. I did, however, notice that some shop owners were charging four or five times the normal price for bottled water and other supplies. I would then send over one of the members of my LAPD security detail to have a chat with the merchants. The prices were quickly reduced.

One morning, CBS News interviewed me on the rubble of the collapsed La Cienega overpass. Considering all the turmoil Los Angeles had recently gone through, the reporter asked if the earthquake would be the final event that would destroy our city. I said emphatically that quite the opposite was true: no great city had ever been destroyed by natural disasters, and that we would come back in no time. Within weeks, we would not only bounce back, but we would flourish.

At one point, I met with Governor Pete Wilson and numerous state bureaucrats at his downtown L.A. office. Some of my aides joined me and we were told that state regulations required that state employees had to repair our damaged bridges. With that new information, I asked if they had dispatched architects and engineers to the scenes. It took almost an hour for them to admit they hadn’t. It took another half hour for the bureaucrats to say that they didn’t know when they would develop and initiate the plans to fix the bridges. Meanwhile, I knew that each day the bridges went unrepaired, the city of Los Angeles and its citizens would lose millions of dollars in commerce.

Frustrated beyond words, I asked Wilson and his transportation aide, Dean Dunphy, to take a walk with me into a small, adjoining room. Within a few moments, and for the first time since the earthquake hit, I lost my temper, cursing and letting them know that we needed to act today.

To their credit, Wilson and Dunphy picked up the ball and carried it over the goal line. We got around state regulations and reached out to private sector architects and engineers, who went to work immediately. Within three days, we signed contracts with private contractors to repair all the damaged bridges. Contractors were also given an incentive to do their work quickly and efficiently: for every day sooner a bridge was fixed, they would receive a bonus. Not coincidentally, all of the bridges were repaired in an unheard of sixty-six days or less—in San Francisco, similar repairs took over ten years after that city was rattled by a major earthquake in 1989.

In the weeks that followed, Angelenos were confronted with enormous challenges, and we needed all the help we could get—our region had suffered damages of an estimated $20 billion. The federal government, in what was called the largest urban assistance effort in history, gave us an initial outlay of more than $11 billion. We had President Bill Clinton, dozens of civic leaders, and our congressional representatives to thank for that.

Clinton called me at city hall on the first day as I prepared for my press conference. I gave him a quick rundown of what was happening, and the president promised to help any way he could. Clinton, the country’s top Democrat, also embraced my suggestion to amend key bank regulations to make it easier to restructure mortgages and loans on damaged homes and businesses.

The president, in fact, made sure that we had priority access to anyone in the White House who could help us cut red tape and get things done. We talked every day with FEMA director James Lee Witt and Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Henry Cisneros, and, at times, even Clinton weighed in. Federal leadership was outstanding.

On the local level, city employees were equally top notch. City crews worked around the clock to restore electricity and governmental services, and police officers and firefighters responded to countless emergency situations with bravery and calm.

In one painstaking rescue effort, firefighters labored several hours to save a critically injured maintenance worker trapped under twenty tons of concrete at the Northridge Fashion Center’s parking garage. When I arrived on the scene to see if I could help, the rescuers were delicately drilling through thick layers of cement and were administering oxygen to the victim through a tube. Later, after I had left to visit other people, they inserted air bags to lift a concrete beam off the man’s broken limbs. Once the victim was carefully extracted, he was carried through the rubble to a waiting medevac helicopter—to the cheers of onlookers.

After a while, I was no longer surprised by the civic unity that was developing in Los Angeles. Hundreds of community organizations, churches, and synagogues, as well as thousands of unsung heroes, helped to feed, clothe, and house earthquake victims. Neighbors, who may have not known each other before Los Angeles was shaken to its core, also assisted each other, resulting in a new cooperative spirit in the city. In the San Fernando Valley section of Granada Hills, for example, neighbors formed a bucket brigade to put out a house fire.

The loss of life was the hardest part of my job. I attended as many funerals as I could, but the services brought back painful memories of my two deceased children. My wonderful son, Billy, drowned in a scuba diving accident when he was twenty-one, and my beautiful, eighteen-year-old daughter, Carol, had passed away after a difficult battle with anorexia. Both deaths saddened me beyond description, and grief from the past and present often enveloped me at the funerals.

One funeral in particular gripped me. The service was for the young daughter and only child of an African American woman. Even to this day, I can feel the mother’s horror and sadness as she sat in a church pew staring at her daughter’s small casket. I walked up to her after the service and told her that she shouldn’t be ashamed to cry and that she had to keep living her life. I knew it wouldn’t be easy for her and the other families who had lost loved ones.

Angelenos Unite

A week into the disaster, there were signs that the worst was over. Electricity had been restored to nearly every neighborhood, and city officials reported that attendance at our emergency shelters was beginning to decline. I was relieved, but I was still thinking how we could make things better.

As I traveled from neighborhood to neighborhood, I decided my main goal would be to get every resident in either a long-term shelter or back into their homes. I also wanted to rebuild Los Angeles immediately, especially the most damaged areas, which mostly included neighborhoods in the San Fernando Valley. And we needed to come up with better plans for handling future emergencies.

All in all, I was very proud of how Angelenos pulled together. For nearly two years, the world had judged us by the ugly violence and divisiveness of the Rodney King beating and the ensuing riots, but our actions during the Northridge earthquake helped restore our national reputation and brighten our own confidence.

In fact, there were virtually no reports of vandalism or looting, and there were endless stories of Angelenos helping each other. Even the Democratic-controlled Los Angeles City Council and I worked extremely well together, with council president John Ferraro providing excellent leadership. I felt optimistic about our future.

I didn’t seek it, but my own efforts didn’t go unnoticed. I got the nickname “mayor in sneakers” as I sprinted from crisis to crisis, and citizens and journalists started to look at me—a Republican outsider in an overwhelmingly Democratic town—in a new light. The political landscape had now changed, and I was given an extended honeymoon with various constituencies around the city.

But the next several years of rebuilding and reforming Los Angeles would be arduous work, and I had to continually earn the public’s trust. If my parents had told me when I was a child that I would be leading one of the world’s capital cities through these very trying times, I would have thought they were crazy. I had only wanted to play baseball for the New York Yankees.


  Chapter 2: Why I Am Who I Am

The Luckiest Man on the Face of this Earth…A Loner Grows Up…Studying with the Great Maritain

When I was elected the mayor of Los Angeles, I was something of a maverick. I was a multimillionaire businessman and Republican, but I was also nonideological, committed to improving the education of poor children, and held a core belief that everyone should be treated equally. And regardless of what critics said, I only wanted to do what was best for Los Angeles.

The Democratic establishment and many city hall insiders, including the Los Angeles Times, were confounded by my politics of compassionate pragmatism. Many of them couldn’t believe that a wealthy Republican genuinely cared about the poor and equality for all. Even other Republicans struggled to get a handle on me.

But what made me who I am, and what gave me certain beliefs, can be traced directly to a number of life-changing events and influential people. One of the earliest influences was my childhood hero: Lou Gehrig, the legendary first baseman of the New York Yankees.

Nicknamed “the Iron Horse,” Gehrig played in 2,130 consecutive games, hit for the Triple Crown in 1934, and helped the Yankees win six World Series championships. Gehrig, in other words, got things done—and with a graceful humility that showed little desire for the spotlight.

I was too young to go to Yankee Stadium in the Bronx when Gehrig played, but my father and eldest brother, Bill, often attended the games. When they returned home, they couldn’t stop talking about the strapping first baseman. More than anything, I wanted to follow in his footsteps and play for the Yankees.

Gehrig was bigger than life, especially when he knew he was dying from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis—later known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease—and gave his moving, two-minute speech in front of a solemn crowd at the stadium on July 4, 1939. Dad had gathered the family around the radio in the den that evening to listen to the rebroadcast. I was just nine years old.

“Fans,” Gehrig said, “for the past two weeks you have been reading about the bad break I got. Yet today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of this earth. I have been in ballparks for seventeen years and have never received anything but kindness and encouragement from you fans.”

He continued, “When the New York Giants, a team you would give your right arm to beat, and vice versa, sends you a gift—that’s something. When everybody down to the groundskeepers and those boys in white coats remember you with trophies—that’s something. When you have a wonderful mother-in-law who takes sides with you in squabbles with her own daughter—that’s something. When you have a father and a mother who work all their lives so you can have an education and build your body—it’s a blessing. When you have a wife who has been a tower of strength and shown more courage than you dreamed existed—that’s the finest I know.

“So I close in saying that I might have been given a bad break, but I’ve got an awful lot to live for.”

That farewell address touched me to the core. In fact, Gehrig’s optimistic words would stay with me for my entire life, especially the famous line that he was “the luckiest man on the face of this earth.”

Because of those powerful words from the dying Lou Gehrig, I realized you could be graceful and confident no matter what the crisis. Even when heartbreaking tragedies would hit my family and me, I would remember Lou Gehrig and tell myself that I am, in fact, a very lucky man. His line would become a mantra to get me through some very dark and difficult times.

I was born on May 1, 1930, in Flushing Hospital in Queens, New York, with my parents moving us to New Rochelle in Westchester County three years later. A leafy suburb sixteen miles north of Manhattan, New Rochelle was a community of numerous ethnicities, races, and economic backgrounds—from poor to middle class to upper middle class. It wasn’t a place where the super wealthy lived.

I was the youngest of ten children but grew up with seven siblings in the household. My sister Ruth died from a brain tumor when she was four years old, and, at birth, my twin sibling didn’t survive. To this day, I have never been told if the baby was a boy or girl.

I rarely dwell on the death of my twin, or the fact that death surrounded me from a very early age. Ever since I was a youngster, I’ve been lucky enough to have an optimistic nature that looks forward to the future rather than dwells in the past, although I deeply feel the pain of a tragic situation when it strikes. I may not always show it, but I hurt.

At times, though, I have wondered what it would have been like to play sports with my twin and to have someone that close to me. I have wondered whether he or she would have been smarter than me, and if my brother or sister would have given me good advice as we grew up together. I have wondered what he or she would have become in life.

Thankfully, I got along very well with my two brothers and five sisters. They were attending boarding schools for their high school years so they weren’t always around, but every summer we vacationed together on the Jersey Shore or on Long Island, which was when we saw the most of our busy father.

The eldest was Anne, who was thirteen years my senior. She was followed by Bill, Peggy, Joan, Betty, Beatrice, Michael, and myself. Peggy and Joan were free spirits who liked to have a lot of fun. Betty was considered the “good one” in the family because she was very sensible, comfortable with herself and others, and a wonderful person to get advice from and confide in. Mike, who was three years older than me, had a winning personality that constantly attracted people to him. Bill was a jokester and kept people laughing. Today, Betty and I are the only surviving members of our family.

I was shy and introspective growing up, but I always wanted to be personable and funny like my brothers, which is why I enjoy telling a good joke and became friends with many comedians over the years, including George Burns, Billy Crystal, Bob Hope, and Monty Hall. Comedy, in fact, became a lifelong love that I took seriously, enrolling in comedy writing courses at the University of Southern California. When I became mayor, having a good sense of humor was essential when dealing with the endless political gamesmanship at city hall.
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